Public education and depth of primary malignant melanoma, Hutt Hospital, 1985-92.
To document the depth of primary malignant melanoma treated at the Wellington regional plastic and maxillo-facial surgical unit, Hutt Hospital, from 1985-92. To determine the effects of public education campaigns commenced in 1987, on the presentation of melanoma at Hutt Hospital, and to ascertain whether the Department of Health, Health Goals for 1995 were attained in relation to Hutt Hospital. A surgical audit was established in 1985 to record all cases of melanoma treated at the plastic surgical unit, Hutt Hospital. Data relating to the depth (Breslow index) of each primary melanoma was extracted from this audit, and reviewed. Metastatic or recurrent disease was excluded. The number of cases of primary melanoma treated at this unit increased greatly following the Cancer Society initiated Spotcheck programme in 1987. There was a significant increase (p < 0.001) in the number and proportion of thin (less than 0.76mm) invasive melanomas treated, from 30% of the total in 1985, through to 70% in 1992. There was no increase in the actual number of thick (> 0.75mm) invasive melanoma, with the total number of cases being treated remaining relatively constant from 1989 onwards. Significantly more patients are presenting with thin melanoma. This may be due to the nature of the disease itself, alterations in referral patterns, or due to earlier identification of malignant lesions due to greater public education. The education campaigns appear to be responsible for the observed increase in cases of melanoma presenting to our unit. The Department of Health goals for 1995 have already been achieved with > 60% of primary malignant melanoma being < 0.76 mm in depth at time of presentation.